Negative sanctions indicate to us what we are expected not to do. They either establish or reinforce social norms concerning disapproved or prohibited behavior. Is this enough to justify the use of such sanctions? The clear implication of negative reinforcement is that learning what not to do may carry few if any cues as to what one may do, especially if there are multiple routes to goals only one of which can be sanctioned at any given time.
Slap my wrist (figuratively) for stealing from my mother; will I generalize the situation, placing my mother (or her money) in the same stimulus category with my father, other relatives, other adults, all other persons? Will I put the particular form of my theft behavior in a broader category of theft from the home, or minor thefts, or all thefts of money, or all ap-propriative acts?
Immediately then, we have two potentially limiting problems with negative sanctioning. The first is that the sanction may not teach alternative, acceptable behavior. The second is that the sanction may not lead to any generalization of effect. Given either or both limitations, the use of negative sanctions, at least in the absence of a far more sophisticated learning context, would seem to offer limited value.
We must remember as well that my theft probably does not occur in a "moral vacuum." Most delinquent acts occur with the knowledge that they are disapproved; the norms are established early. Thus in most instances negative sanctions, even early sanctions, do not serve to establish norms, but serve instead either to reinforce them or to remind the perpetrator of the possible negative consequences of disapproved acts. Since the norm is already known, and even a verbal reminder can be
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